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Abstract 

Literary works at their best provide a kind of blueprint to human civilization. They 
give an insight and context to all the world’s societies and make us think about ourselves and 
society by reflecting on ‘the human condition’. Suffering has an important role to play in 
literature particularly in realistic novels and dramas. The predicament of the characters in 
such works generates a general social empathy which can be best described in Indian poetics 
as karuna rasa (emotion of compassion). This rasa is capable of bringing an impulse in the 
audience and enforcing them to understand the plight of other people. Ek Alag Mausam is 
such a powerful play written by a Sahitya Akademi award winner Indian English playwright 
Mahesh Dattani who has endeavored to provide voice to the HIV positive victims to express 
their attitude towards life and the hostility of the society towards them. The play deals with 
one of the major medical problem of contemporary times and social stigma attached to it. The 
aim of the present paper is to bring into light the suffering of the HIV positive victims and 
finding out a way to treat them with compassion and humanity. This paper also discusses 
concepts of Indian Poetics and the role of literature in turning out the feelings of goodwill and 


humanity in society. 
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Suffering is the affliction confronted by all living species on earth including human 
beings though the latter can express it in words because of its advanced expressing faculty 
over other species. This suffering is in fact ineluctable. Every human being has to go through 
pain unpleasantness, misery, trouble and other such bad feelings which he always wants to 
stave off. “Human beings shrink from suffering. We avoid confronting the afflictions of 
others because it is unpleasant, and if we focus on suffering for too long, it could give us a 
pessimistic view of the world” (Themes in Literature). Then, a question arises here whether 
suffering is a meaningless pursuit or it has a deeper meaning. Although, we know that human 
suffering exists all around us, undesirable and painful, yet it seems that it carries with it a 
noble purpose. It is actually after seeing the suffering of others; human beings feel 
compassionate towards each other and find the meaning of existence in sympathizing with 
each other. Suffering can be a profitable experience as it produces a harvest of righteousness 
and harmony. 

Since aeons, the literary genre ‘drama’ has portrayed the human condition through its 
magnitude to attract the audience/readers and among various dramatic forms; tragedy has 
more efficacies to depict human suffering and corresponding terrible events in a dignified 
manner. A person can be reluctant to hear the suffering of other human beings but at the same 
time he may enjoys “television dramas, intense and violent movies, and works of literature 
that speak to the truest of human experiences” (Themes in Literature). Ek Alag Mausam by 
Mahesh Dattani is a work of tragedy which recounts the suffering of HIV positive victims 
and their attitude towards life and the hostility of the society towards them. This play deals 
with a major medical and social problem of our times which has been written with an aim to 
show that persons diagnosed as HIV positive are not a contaminating lot, whose propinquity 
is to be eschewed. The major themes of the play include love, compassion, death and at the 
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same time, a passion to live every moment of life to its fullest. Asha Kuthari Choudhary 
opines, “Ek Alag Mausam is a love story of two HIV positive people. The objective was to 
intrude a sense of belongingness, care and hope in the HIV afflicted” (125). However, 
Kuthari’s viewpoint reveals us only one side of the coin. The hidden meaning that lies in the 
play is the attitude of HIV afflicted people towards the life, to live it with zeal and enthusiasm 
and to beat the death with their inner urge to live each and every moment of their life with 
passion. It is “a play with a message, it is not a question of two people but it is a question of 
love with life” (Agarwal 140). 

Ek Alag Mausam can be better comprehended in the light of Rasa theory propounded 
by sage Bharatmuni in his treatise on Indian Poetics Natyaastra and the predominant rasa 
which emerges out here in this play is the karuna rasa (tragic feeling). Rasa is being referred 
here as an aesthetic experience or relish that the audience derives while witnessing a dramatic 
performance or reading a piece of literature. The aesthetic relish is produced by a 
combination of determinants or causes ( vibhava ), consequences ( anubhava ), and transitory or 
minor feelings ( vyabhicaribhava ). They all strike towards a state of permanent mood, called 
sthayibhava that ultimately leads to Rasanishpattih , which is not an ephemeral experience but 
a long lasting experience which can transform the perception of the reader or spectator and 
can make them view life with a new insight. 

Vibhavanubhavavyabhicharisanyogatrasanishpattih 

The Natyasastra identifies eight rasas with eight corresponding bhavas/mood: 
Sringar rasa- love, attractiveness; Hasya rasa- laughter, comedy; Raudra- fury; Karuna- 
compassion; Bibhastam-aversion; Bhayanakam- horror,terror; Viram- heroic mood; 
Adbhudam- wonder, amazement. Out of these eight rasas, Karun rasa is one of the 
prominent rasa which has its sthayibhava as s oka or grief. Karuna rasa can be experienced 
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by suffering with the sorrows and miseries of others as it generates compassion. The features 
of Karuna rasa are listed in Natyasastra as follows: 

Now [the rasa] known as Karuna arises from the permanent emotion of sorrow. It 
proceeds from vibhavas such as curse, affliction ( klesa or affliction of curse), 
separation from those who are dear, (their downfall), loss of wealth, death and 
imprisonment, or from contact with misfortune ( vyasana ), destruction ( upaghata ), and 
calamity ( vidrava ). (qtd. in Vachhrajani 1) 

The drama which predominantly portrays and evokes the emotions of sorrow is a 
drama that belongs to Karun Rasa and Ek Alag Mausam fully illustrates the pathos of its 
various characters. The action of the play is revealed through the conversation between 
Apama, a middle aged HIV positive victim and Paro, a teen aged daughter of a prostitute who 
has been raised by Aparna as her own child. As Apama is on her journey towards death, she 
has become hostile towards Paro and wants to keep her away at the time of her death. Her 
decision to send Paro to a boarding school generates karuna in readers because both of them 
don’t want to get parted from each other. Their journey towards the school at Panchgani 
flashes back the whole life of Aparna. We come to kn ow that Paro’s mother had died due to 
the HIV infection and Paro loves Aparna like her own mother but the latter keeps a strict 
attitude towards her “I never pretended to be your mother. You will have enough money to 
see you through college. After college, you are on your own. I have left my flat to you so you 
won’t have to worry about not having a home.” (Dattani 474). Paro’s remarks evoke her own 
pathos and sorrows when she asserts, “A home without you?” ( Dattani 474). Paro’s wish to 
be with Apama during the most crucial phase of her life moves the audience towards karuna 
rasa when she says, “I want to be with you when you are dying” (Dattani 474). 

Their journey towards the school at Panchgani flashes back the whole life of Apama. 
Apama is happy for she is expecting a baby but a call from the hospital shatters her dreams of 
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motherhood as the nurse advises her to abort her baby. She becomes utterly shocked to hear 
the reason that she is HIV positive, a curse given by her husband. “Her conscience receives a 
great jolt at the disclosure of her husband being HIV positive. She feels an acute mental 
agony and her soul falls to pieces” (Thakar 2). But she does not want to lose her child until 
her gynecologist demonstrates her “Don’t be a fool ... No proper nursing home is going to 
touch you. And either your baby or you will die soon” (Dattani 480). Aparna finds no ray of 
hope to rescue her child. She accuses her husband for ruining her life. She needs his help but 
he is also riding in the same boat and his helplessness is revealed in the way he replies, “How 
can I help you? I am dying too” (Dattani 482). He does not want to confront Aparna and 
leaves her forever with guilt ridden soul. “Aparna feels a sense of uprootedness and lets go 
her child. She is weakened both physically and mentally” Apama’s tragic plight, her 
loneliness and her heart throbbing experience fills the minds of readers with karuna and 
compassion for her. 

After every dark night comes a morning and this morning approaches in Apama’s life 
when she meets Dr Machado and George at Jeevan Jyoti Hospital. After taking refuge at the 
hospital, she feels that it is her new and true home. Beena Agrawal observes: 

It was a new dawn in her life with message of the shadows of death, can't be 
overpowered, can at least be lingered with the positive thrust of life. If HIV is 
the preface to death and social shame, Jeevan Jyoti is certainly the light of life 
(Agrawal 143-144). 

Dr. Machado, the organizer of the hospital is like an angel for the afflicted persons. 
He has devoted his life in serving the hopeless souls and trying his best to lift their spirit and 
shake off the fear of death. When Aparna attends his therapy session, she finds positivity and 
coherence in his thoughts which can even bring life into a dead person. Dr Machado’s 
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slogans are curbing the darkness of victims’ lives and his words are worthy to be appreciated 
here: 

You are not alone in this world. There are hundreds of thousands of people 
li ke you suffering in silence. Why? Because they all think that they are going 
to die. Of course they will die. Of course you will die. We will all die one day. 
Who is to say when? Then why this fear of dying? What is important is that 
we are alive today. We are alive right now! Am I right or am I wrong? [. . .] I 
am not HIV positive but I am also dying. But do I think about my death all the 
bloody time? . . . No. I think of each moment that I have. Each day. Each 
month. Each seasons that I have. So why don’t you. You all have these 
moments, months, seasons ... [. . .] So let us all say together - ‘I am alive, 
this moment, this day!’ [. . .] Come on! Say it. ‘I am alive. This moment, this 
day!’ Come on. (Dattani 486) 

Apama is moved by Dr Machado’s thoughts. Though, journey from life to death is an 
inevitable phenomenon in human life. However, cheerful atmosphere can make this journey a 
little easier. She decides at once to help other HIV victims at Jeevan Jyoti and her journey is 
not an easy one as she has to face the death from very near. Every day, one or the other is 
dying but death is not considered important at Jeevan Jyoti as life is. The main instance of the 
play is worthy of mentioning here first- when Aparna confronts her first encounter with a 
dying man who is feeling the acute pain. She gets frightened and shocked to see a man who is 
all skin and bones. The people gathered around the bed are asking the dying person to play 
cards with them. 

MANOJ. Come on. One more game. 

MAN A: Yes you can. Come on. Try to beat us. 

MANOJ. You can’t beat death. But you can beat us. Try! (Dattani 492) 
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This is excruciating for Aparna. The man looks at Aparna. His breathing gets more and more 
desperate. The dying man wins the game and at the same moment, the inevitable death 
snatches away his life from him. Aparna could not bear this. She is terrified to see the pain of 
the man who has died. The mixed emotions of trasa, bhdyanaka and vismaya arise in 

Aparna. Her bhaavas express her mental condition as she has not seen anyone dying before 
her eyes like this. She has also now realised that she is also going to meet the same fate. This 
invokes karuna rasa. “Karuna will surface where man has not only lost hope, but even the 
will to fight” (Patnaik 137). 

One of the main themes of the play is the longing for human love and relationship. At 
Jeevan Jyoti Hospital, Aparna's encounter with George, a driver of the truck transporting the 
cops at Jeevan Jyoti is very significant in her life. Gradually she develops an emotional 
bondage with him and the children of the hospital, is.” George and Apama, being HIV 
positives are destined to end up like many other HIV positive very soon. Nevertheless, they 
want to make every moment of life meaningful. George wants to enjoy the life on the 
devouring face of the death. He teaches her to live life heroically” (Thakar 2). George is very 
optimistic and he gains more empathy in readers when the truth of how he gets the virus is 
revealed. It is through his friend, Dr Machado’s son who gives him the disease in blood 
transfusion. He loves Aparna very much but this love is not reciprocated by ignorant Aparna 
who thinks that he is also treacherous like her husband. But when she comes to know the 
truth, she genuinely regrets her decision of leaving George and she feels more compassionate 
towards him. 

“Through the play Dattani tries to circulate ideas like ‘live and let others live’, 
‘understand and love’, ‘giving up myths and prejudice’ etc. . . . Dattani's Ek Alag Mausam 
may be seen as a response to call of humanity” (Thakar 3). This can be better understood 
through a story told by Apama to the children. She narrates the story of devas, who used to 
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spend their time in eating, drinking and sleeping. They become very lazy and self centered. 
God becomes very angry and put a curse upon them by making them unable to move their 
elbows. All the children listen to the story with great interest. They also try to eat food by 
keeping their elbows straight but all in vain. Aparna tells them the remaining story that God 
after seeing devas very sad and depressing promises to lift the curse only when they will eat 
without bending their elbows. Devas try that resolution and succeeds at the end. Children 
start cooking up the stories of how Devas could be able to eat without bending their elbows. 

CHILD 2. They succeeded? How? By magic. 

CHILD. Did the food fly into their mouths? 

CHILD 1. Did they lick off their plates like cats? (Dattani 522) 

One of the children asks Aparna to tell them how Devas succeeded. But Aparna suggests 
them to think about it on their own. Children then request George to tell them the answer. 
George explains them through his actions by picking a wada from the plate with his straight 
arm and put it directly into Aparna’s mouth. He says, “I can feed somebody else this tasty 
wada” (Dattani 522). Now Aprana is asked to put her preaching into practice by doing the 
same with George. This is how the readers learn a very big lesson of life and the lesson is that 
suffering can only be cured if we feel compassionate towards other fellow beings and help 
them in their bad times. 

The play seems very tragic and depressing but this tragedy carries a hope in it. Even 
the death is also understood in different terms. It might be due to the conviction of Dattani in 
Indian thought where death is treated as a fantasized happening because it is the body only 
which is prone to decay, while the soul is eternal. “Death possibly is not the denouement of 
life. On the contrary Life and Death are corollaries of each other” (Nagar 91). So, ‘tragic 
feeling’ can also be experienced happily because In Indian literature sorrow and suffering 
might be presented in a very gruesome style but still the work would have a happy ending. 
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Conclusion 

Suffering cannot be avoided but it can be perceived in different connotation by 
learning karuna or compassion which is one of the exalted qualities of the heart. Human 
beings have genuine emotion of inherent love which starts with oneself and expands outward 
in ripples. So caring for those who are suffering, both ourselves and others, with infinite 
compassion lessens the magnitude of that suffering. By reading literary narratives, we can 
empathize and understand others and this play is very promising and thought provoking 
which allows us to question and challenge the injustices met by others. This play also forces 
us to acknowledge the pain of others and share the great sentiment of pathos. 
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